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ABSTRACT
: Bilingual schooling in the U.S. is meant to.equalize

educational opportunity for children of limited English-speaking
ability. Despite the proliferation of bilingual programs in many
parts of the country, only very modest progress is being made towvard
the goaY¥ of equal educational achievement. We are coming to realize
that limited English-speaking children with a 5- to 6-year handicap
in English can only very exceptionally catch up. Only if a greater,
not just an equal, opportunity is provided, can these children be
expected to compete successfully with their English-speaking

~schoolmates. There are two prerequisites: (1) that limited
English-speaking children be given an early start in learning to
read, first in their home language .and then in English, and (2) that
the community accord aon-English home languages the same respect as
English. The second, involving profound social changes, will take
time. Even the first will require years of experimentation. This
paper sketches the preliminary steps of a long-tern project to test
tbe hypothesis that limited English-speaking children (how many will
have to be determined) can learn to read their home language between
ages * 1/2 and 3 and English between 3 and 5. (Author)
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cO Introduction X ‘ .

Bilingual schoéling in,the United States is intended primarily

f\% vto help equalize education for children of 11m1ted competence in English.
However, despite the proliferation of bilingual programs in many parts
| 3 ¢ of the coﬁntr*j,1 only t;e most modest progress has so ﬁar been made toward
the achlevement of this goal.
Legislation concerned wlth blllngual educatlon is also stlll in

&

its infancy in our country. The Bilingual Education Act of 19672 and

B 3

the Comprehensive Bilingual Education Amendments Act of 19733 are both

well conceived and can be read in such a way as to favor thie maintenance

*

of non=English ianguages and cultures, Ho%ever, mogt of the state

bilingual acts that have so far been passed prescribe nothing more

-

than transitional bilingual education, that is, instructidn in the

chiidren‘s home 1angﬁage (as well as in English) continued only until

their English canjbearothe burden of instruction, usually nct beyond the

third grade,4 or leave the kind of program to local option. One is led
N to conclude that, whefeas on theﬁnational level there is a growing respect
for other languages and cultures, at the grass roots level\ee are at

best only tolerant of them long enough for children to learn Engllsh.

=

)

- Even with the assistance provided by existing leglslatlon educators

L are reaching only a small fraction of the children who need bilingual
instruction. Senator Cranston of alifornia pointed out in 1973 that

there were some 5 million children in our country who needed bilingual °

.education but were not getting it.>

In California alone there were an
estimated 180,000 pupils of Spanish, Agian, or Indian descent in urgent
J
)
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need of help, with only about 25,900 rLCUlVLDQ the necessary assistance,"

4 .

- . And according to a report issued by the U.S. Civil Riqhté‘Commiss&on_
QQ.‘?74, only 70, 000 of the L.6 million bpan15h~bpeak1ng pupils in . . :

the five Southwestern states were receiving bilingual education thouyh

-

-

they had great language handicaps.7 , -
' ©
The issue has reached the courts; and in.a momentous 9-u decision

- in the Lau v. Nichols case the Supreme Court has ruled that 18, 0w

e

Chinese-speaking children of San Francisco were not receiving adequate

help with their language problem 4nd the San Francisco Public Schools ’ M
. - - i

were ordered to correct the situation: The decisiogiread in part: ’ “
“There is no equality of treatment merely by prov1d1ng students with
the same fac111t1es, text books, teachers and currlculum, for students
who do not understand English are effectively foreclosed from any

-

meaningfu? education,"8 : ’

Mexican American Children

’ My particular concern is the education of Mexican American

¢hildren in Texas. It is now widely recognized that children.f{rom

homes in which Spanish is the principal medium of communication often

4

exprrience a severe haﬁdicap when they enter school where English is

&

the »xclusive or principal medium of instruction. Their acquisition
. :

' of knowledge and dévelopment of sensori-motor skills, which may havi.,

proceeded normally at home 4hrough the medium of Spanish, are now

* arrested or greatly retarded unless they are lucky encugh to enter a
. , N .
school with an effective bilingual program. Even so, their learning

progress is usually measured in English, and their obvious:inferiority
to Anqlo-AmericanAchildren, ig;English, frequently undermines their -
self-esteem. Only rarely are *hey praised for learning through their
best ﬁédium, Spanish, As a result, affective learning suffers too,
O "
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perhaps even thore than their cognitive, porceptual, and wotor learning,
Under these circumstances it appears hopeless for the Spanishe
. ;
dominant child toe get an equal educational opportunity in schoul.  We

pay lip service to ejual education for limited-Efglish=spraking children
just as we used to speak, self-deceptively, of "separate but equal”
1]

cducation for Black Amcricans. It is materially ‘impessible to achicv:
equality so long as success in school is measured qumarily in English

+ - v
and zo long as bilingual Americans are made to feel inferior to mono—
lingual English speakers.

project Goad . .

what I propose, therefcre, is that we so prepare the preschool
Mexican American child that he begins school with a readiness to learn
rhat is not only equal but actually superior to that of his English- o

s»eaklng classmates. Because of his feeling of insufficiency due to

&
&

his minority status, nothing less can guarantee him equallty of

c~ducational opportunity., It will be anctner matter to correct the
social andueconomic inequalities that are so deeply rooted in our
society; but if we sueceed in. correcting educational inequalities, we
chall have taken an important first step in curing the pervasive
sovclal ills thatwplague us.

what Facearch Seems to Show

“~

Language learning begins on the first day of life - if not

. earlier = as we know from the research of williamms. Gondon and Louis

’ ~

vy

v, Sander, They report that "bodily responses to human speech are

Apllrent in babies tweLVe hours old, and may even exist in the wonb.

such instinctive responses, the researchers suspect, repregent vital

<

steps in learning to talk,"?

-

The Condon-Sander research underlines the® importance of human

1
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. speech as a stimulug to languiage learning. A similar conclusion emerges

F
.

from Fhe research of Burton L. White of Harvard.1l9 white began by
studying children from birth to age six but decided later to focus
on the beriod from birth to three. "If most of the qualities that
disﬁinquish outstandiﬁg six—y;ar-olds can be échieved in lnge meas-

¢« ure by age three, the focus of the project would be narrowed Jdramat-

ically. We rather abruptly found ourselves concentrating on the

e b

sero-to=three range." - According to White, “"Children = all chi.drey

. ~from wﬂétever type of family - seem to be very much alike during the
first year of life,ubut betweén 10 and 18 months, differences in
competencies, especially cognitive abilities, emerged.,” %hite declares,

with some 'hyperbole, "it's all over by aqewthree."ll

These and 6the; researchers lead us to conclude that ages
~ero to five, and especially zero to th;ee, are the human teing's

o bes£ learning pe:iodrproyided we do not define "learning” as
"adult 1earning."l2 ( B

Early Reading ) v

. LA . . X
Buckminster Fuller writes in a prologue to Stevens and Oren's

book The Case for Early Reading: "... the preschool child... wants

to and will learn to read at home given the opportuni;z."l3

The "reading establishment” notwithstanding, Glenn Doman has '

cufiired much valuable experience with early readers, which he sets
: . . Y

forih perguaciively in his book Hew Lo ach Yows Baby to lic;u,!.”‘ Jn

2

it he declares: "hjildren can read words when they are one year old,

sentences when they are two, and whole books when they are three -

and, they love it."15 He has testimony of many mothers to substantiate

this claim, "But," asksg Doman rhetorically, "isn't it easier for
N ‘ .
a child to understand a spoken word rather than a written one? Not

3
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- not vet know, Nox do we know exactly how it is done by chlldren of

.Amgpican children.

w « . .
L - »

at all," he replies, "The thll' brain, which is the ouly urqiu
'Y

that has learving capacity, 'hears' the <l-ar, loud televx ion woois

through the ear and interpreéts them as only the brain can. Simulta-

»

neously the child's brain ‘sees' the big clear television words
through the eye and interprets them in' exactly the same manner....
1t makes no difference to the brain whether it 'sees' a sight or

w

‘hears' a 5ound. It can understand both equally well. All tnat Is
}

‘required is that-the sounds be loud enough for the ear to hear and

the words big enough and ,clear enough for the eye to see so that the
. B

brain can interpret them =—— the former we have done but the latter

we have failed to do."16

In 1965, Ra@ﬁﬁild Séderberqh, a professor of linguisticr
at the University of Stockhoih, undertook to "teach" her two-year-
0ld Jaughter to read by the Doman method. She xéport;a her success
in detail in a book &ritten in Engliéh.l7 . The experiment was ’

successfully replicated with five more children between the ages of

one and a half and three years.18 )

There are other cases of early reading reported in the literature,
+ s

but it is. still only possible to state as a hypothesis that

Yyvery younq chlldren can and do learn to read,” but how 'many we do

dlfterent ages and varying backgrounds. All of this we shall have

to learn "by doing." What I propose to investigate is the hypotheSLs

A

) »
that Spanish-dominant children can learn to read Spanish (and

understand English) between two and four and to read English between

four and six and thus enter school with a readiness to learn that is

gt least equal to that of the monolingual and often non-reading Anglo
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Projgct Description . . |
The experiment 1 proposé is ‘a cooperative longitudinal study

which will require at least S$ix yeacs, to yield definitive conclusions,

) Burinq the past academic year I have 'done a)considerable

a@ount of background readiné, spent several hours a week observindg and

working wi£h both monolingual and bilingual children between the

éges of 15 and 24 months of age in thé University Sgudent Day Care

Center, and attended WQck}y meetings with the divector and community

representatives of the Happy Talk Project of the Auétiﬁ fndepends nt

School District, In the latter project the community representatives
made home visits once a week, gxplained to Mexican American mothers
in Spanish how to play with their three-year-old children using

educational “toys (including large cards with printed words, such

as mami, papi, bebé, the child's name, etc.), and occasionally rcorded

the child's responses on a tape cassette,

puring the academic year 1975-1576 I propose to ordanize one
or more early Spanish-reading.pilot projects., Several ordganizations
‘in Austin and elsewhere have expressed interest in collahorating in
the project. Spanish:@ominant Mexican American children and interested
parents are being‘identified. Bilingual home-visiting-teachers, aides,

and volunteers.will be selected at the beginning of the academlc year.

A schedule of oﬁeration will include a weekly staff planning session and

weekly home visits by a visiting teacher, intern, aide, or volunteer,
——
»

Procedufesqwill be evolved as we go along but will be based primarily

on the techniques described in Doman!s book How to Teach Your Baby to

Read and accompanying reading kitlY as well as those described in

s5oderbergh's Reading ig_Earlf Childhood and her reading packet20 fore

teaching children who have just learned to talk to read (in Swedish).

. (=
{
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Most#of the communication with mothers and children will be in Zpanish,
N . j )
but without totally avoiding the use of English, for the children will

be expected to learn to understand spoken English between the ages of

two and four so that they will be ready £o iearn to read in English
betweén ages fouss a;d six.‘ Available medical and technical resources
will be used throughout the project, and careful records will be kept
of each child's progress.
Conclusion ‘
The views expressed here are, to be sure, somewhat unorthodox,
and there are\many pecple who prefer orthodoxy. For example, I am
often agked the question: "But yhy? Even granting that children can
and do learn to read at any early age, what anghtage 18 there in itv"

Ihe parent who sees no adwantage in early reading for a two=year-old

child should of course not attempt it. Furthermore, neither a parent's

.pride in showing off a bright child nor a teacher's ambition to prove

. AS A o .
a theory *xogaagrsufficient reasoq' for teaching young children to

read. In fact, the only acceptable reason is that Ehe child wants
tﬁV‘ead and enjoys it. The parent or teacher who watches for signs

e v ; : [
‘“f a child's interest and is willing -to respond to them may legitimately

share the child's joy in learning tc read. One purpose of the proposed

v
w

experiment is to try to discover how many signs. of children's interest
‘ v
in early reading we may be overlooking. 1If it turns out that more

children want to read than do not want to read at this early age,
then we shall have made a small educational advance and perhaps i wore

impoftant social advance. What appears unorthodox may then in time *turn

out to be the new orthodoxy.

L@ -
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